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Message from the Executive Director
We are excited to share this research on blockchain technology as a result of 
an exclusive partnership between the Brightline Initiative and the Blockchain 
Research Institute, the leading knowledge network on the study of the 
strategic implications of blockchain in organizations, industries, and our 
society.

The Brightline Initiative is a coalition led by the Project Management 
Institute, together with leading global organizations dedicated to helping 
executives bridge the expensive and unproductive gap between strategy 
design and delivery.

In this research project, Don Tapscott describes nine disruptions to our 
global economy and society, driven by the technological explosion of the 
fourth industrial revolution, the globalization of the factors of production, 
the demographic paradoxes of skilled labor shortages and high youth 
unemployment, and the impact of climate change on the health and well-
being of life on this planet.

These nine disruptions are (1) persistent structural unemployment; (2) 
widening inequality in income and opportunity; (3) asymmetries of power 
and wealth; (4) a growing crisis in democratic institutions around the world; 
(5) demand for greater government accountability and transparency; (6) the 
failure of public institutions in education, healthcare, and science; (7) the 
fragmentation of public discourse; (8) ongoing assaults on privacy, security, 
and other human rights; and (9) threats to our biosphere. These provide a 
context for blockchain innovation.

We continue our mission to develop and share thought leadership and 
best practices on different topics related to strategy implementation. We 
hope this research can help senior leaders to increase their knowledge 
and understanding of blockchain technology, and how they can use it to 
overcome challenges and improve their success in implementing strategy.

 

RICARDO VIANA VARGAS 
Executive Director
Brightline Initiative

The Brightline Initiative is a founding member of the Blockchain Research Institute and is republishing this white 
paper with the BRI’s permission. Brightline is a trademark of the Project Management Institute, serial number 
87318956 in the US Patent and Trademark Office.
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Idea in brief
 » Brexit and Donald Trump were a one-two punch, hitting the 

world in the face. People everywhere are “mad as hell and 
they’re not going to take it anymore.” They have become 
vulnerable to populism, xenophobia, and scapegoating others 
for their circumstances or even the consequences of their own 
decisions.

 » Centrist parties are in rapid decline and extremist, right-wing 
parties from Hungary and Poland to France and Germany are 
on the rise. In other countries, particularly in southern Europe 
where memories of fascism and dictatorship are still vivid, the 
left is ascendant.

 » The unfolding story is one of growing discontent with the 
deepening economic crisis and the establishment that created 
it with impunity. As the digital revolution unfolds, it is driving 
profound changes in the global economy, labor markets, old 
institutions, and society as a whole.

 » Technology is enabling spectacular innovation and 
unprecedented wealth creation. At the same time, growing 
social inequality, the decline of the middle class, and 
pernicious unemployment and underemployment are fueling 
unrest. Networks enable outsourcing, offshoring, and the 
globalization of labor markets.

 » Government architectures and policies have not evolved. 
There is a fiscal crisis, and threats to the Industrial Age social 
safety net loom everywhere. Powerful forces have captured 
data, the new asset class. Climate change is threatening our 
biosphere with huge displacement and other disruptions just 
beginning to be felt.

 » Within the Fourth Industrial Revolution, one centered on 
machine learning, robotics, the Internet of Things (IoT), 
blockchain, and even biotechnology, many core functions of 
knowledge work are in jeopardy.1

 » Industrial Age institutions for solving global problems—those 
based on the Bretton Woods model of global institutions—
have stalled. The upshot is that the social contract—the 
agreements, laws, and behaviors that people, companies, civil 
society, and their governments adhere to by consensus—no 
longer serves us well.

There is a fiscal crisis, and 
threats to the Industrial 
Age social safety net loom 
everywhere.
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Nine disruptions: The current social 
contract is breaking
The four drivers of change are fracturing western societies. We 
have growing structural unemployment; inequality in income, 
power, wealth, education, and opportunity; fragmentation of public 
discourse; severe pressure on governments and other institutions 
and a growing crisis in democratic institutions; ongoing threats to 
privacy and security that challenge our autonomy as individuals; and 
threats to our biosphere. Our current path is simply unsustainable.

Structural unemployment
Digital technologies and other trends have broken the old social 
contract by contributing to structural unemployment and a growing 
number of part-timers, freelancers, temporary workers, and short-
term contractors who work without the benefits tied to full-time job. 
We expect these trends, while already significant, to accelerate with 
the growing “sharing” or “gig” economy and the rapid introduction of 
AI and robotics.

Since the beginning of the digital economy, there has been a shift 
toward information-based and “knowledge worker” jobs in the United 
States, Canada, and other countries. Digitization and automation 
enabled increased productivity and the outsourcing of manufacturing 
and other work to people and organizations, often in other 
jurisdictions, to reduce costs and increase productivity. 

A study by the Center for Business and Economic Research at Ball 
State University found that 85 percent of manufacturing jobs lost 
in the United States between the year 2000 and 2010 were due to 
technology, even as productivity and output increased.2 “Automation 
has transformed the American factory, rendering millions of low-
skilled jobs redundant. Fast-spreading technologies like robotics and 
3D printing will exacerbate this trend,” noted Mireya Solís, a senior 
fellow at Brookings Institution.3 Many white-collar jobs have also 
been made redundant or outsourced. Jobs for life are increasingly 
rare with technology-driven change requiring frequent retraining.

Positive employment trends include an increase in new jobs in the 
information and information technology sectors and numerous 
innovators and entrepreneurs developing new products and 
services—even entire industries—based on new technologies.4 While 
many individuals enjoy the relative freedom of part-time, contract, or 
freelance work anywhere at any time for many clients and with many 
collaborators, they do not receive healthcare, insurance, vacation, 
sick days, parental leave, tuition reimbursement, pensions, or other 
benefits of employment. They lack the long-term income security 
to buy a home, start a family, or otherwise plan for and invest 
in their future. In just one decade, 2005 to 2015, researchers at 
Princeton University calculated that the incidence of alternative work 

Our current path is simply 
unsustainable.

Digitization and 
automation enabled 
increased productivity 
and the outsourcing 
of manufacturing and 
other work to people 
and organizations, often 
in other jurisdictions, to 
reduce costs and increase 
productivity.
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These trends are only 
going to accelerate with 
the growing use of AI and 
robotics.

arrangements in the US economy had increased from 10.7 percent to 
15.8 percent.5 That accounts for much of the job growth during this 
period.

In the last several years, new business models in “the sharing 
economy” have emerged, although there is little actual sharing. 
Companies such as Uber, Airbnb, Lyft, and VRBO have developed 
“market-matching” digital platforms to link buyers (e.g., travelers) 
to sellers (e.g., drivers and vehicles, vacation housing) and to 
allow them to complete a secure transaction (e.g., reservation and 
payment) among other functions.6 While this model has enabled 
many individuals to earn revenue from their underutilized assets, 
it has also disrupted existing industries. It is taking place outside 
the traditional employer/employee relationship, leaving many 
workers and clients unprotected, taking clients away from traditional 
providers, and putting downward pressure on prices and wages. 
Steven Hill estimated in 2015 that “within a decade, nearly half of the 
145 million employed Americans are expected to be impacted.”7

These trends are only going to accelerate with the growing use of AI 
and robotics, or what W. Brian Arthur refers to as the externalization 
of intelligence.8 A 2017 McKinsey Global Institute research study 
calculates that 45 percent of activities could be automated by 2055 
(plus or minus 20 years), with virtually every job, from CEO to 
clerk, containing some elements that could be automated.9 This is a 
remarkably similar number to an earlier study by Oxford researchers 
Carl Frey and Michael Osborne in 2013 who predicted, with high 
probability, the displacement of 47 percent of US employment over 
the next 10 to 20 years.10

While some have taken such calculations and predicted that up to 50 
percent of jobs will be eliminated by automation in the near future, 
others are optimistic that just as the luddites of the 19th century 
were proven wrong, new jobs and opportunities will emerge to 
replace those currently being lost.11 The 2017 MGI study calculated 
that fewer than five percent of jobs can be fully automated as they 
retain some elements requiring human intervention, including 
creativity or human emotion and sensing.

 ...the scale of shifts in the labor force over many decades that 
automation technologies can unleash is not without precedent. 
It is of a similar order of magnitude to the long-term 
technology-enabled shifts away from agriculture in developed 
countries’ workforces in the 20th century. Those shifts did not 
result in long-term mass unemployment, because they were 
accompanied by the creation of new types of work. We cannot 
definitively say whether things will be different this time. But 
our analysis shows that humans will still be needed in the 
workforce: the total productivity gains we estimate will only 
come about if people work alongside machines.12
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W. Brian Arthur is not convinced:

The current transfer of jobs from the physical to the virtual 
economy is a different sort of offshoring, not to a foreign 
country but to a virtual one. If we follow recent history we 
can’t assume these jobs will be replaced either. In actual fact, 
many displaced people become unemployed; others are forced 
into low-paying or part-time jobs, or into work in the gig 
economy. Technological unemployment has many forms.13

The challenge, then, is how to respond to and prepare for these 
dramatic changes in two respects: creating new opportunities for 
employment, and adapting to new forms of “employment” that no 
longer include safety nets. Do we have the ingenuity to share widely 
the opportunity for, and benefits of, technology-enabled productivity 
and renewed growth with displaced workers?

There is a tight linkage between the concepts of employment and 
economic security. For that reason, some argue that we have 
incentive to protect employment and its central role in our society, 
whether doing so makes sense from a broad economic and social 
perspective. In the next section, we will examine that linkage and 
whether we need to loosen it in the new economy.

Growing inequality
We believed that the Internet would have an overall levelling effect 
on society by opening access and opportunity to many excluded from 
the economy. To a certain extent, it did. Overall, however, digital 
technologies have contributed to increased economic inequality 
within and across societies. Access has not translated into equal 
economic opportunity; rather, it has combined with structural 
unemployment to widen the gap between rich and poor. 

Unlike earlier generations, young people today can no longer count 
on surpassing their parents’ generation. They have mounting 
personal debt, a sense of frustration, and lack of hope for the future. 
Among other implications, the inequality and changed employment 
models—combined with demographic change—have put severe 
pressure on many social programs.

Even as the US economy has grown, those in the bottom half of the 
economy have experienced no growth in income since the 1970s, 
according to a recent study by Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and 
Gabriel Zucman:

Stagnant wages have sliced the share of income collected 
by the bottom half of the population to 12.5 percent in 2014, 
from 20 percent of the total in 1980. Where did that money 
go? Essentially, to the top one percent, whose share of the 
nation’s income nearly doubled to more than 20 percent 
during that same 34-year period.14

“In actual fact, many 
displaced people become 
unemployed; others are 
forced into low-paying 
or part-time jobs, or 
into work in the gig 
economy. Technological 
unemployment has many 
forms.”

W. BRIAN ARTHUR
External Professor
Santa Fe Institute

Young people today can no 
longer count on surpassing 
their parents’ generation. 
They have mounting 
personal debt, a sense 
of frustration, and lack of 
hope for the future.
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In 1980, the average US income in the top one percent was 
approximately 27 times the average income of the bottom half; 
by 2014, that had soared to 81 times, even with taxes and public 
programs included in the calculations.

Lawrence Katz, a Harvard economist, noted that technological 
change is one of the underpinning factors leading to inequality 
through downward pressure on wages of low-skilled workers.15 He 
also noted that Piketty’s research demonstrates the minor impact of 
government programs on existing inequality, compared to preventive 
policies and initiatives to increase educational levels and to retain or 
strengthen bargaining power. While these data apply to the United 
States, the situation in the United Kingdom and other countries is not 
much better.

Achieving the “American Dream”—defined in 1931 by James Truslow 
Adams during the Great Depression as “that dream of a land in which 
life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone”—is no longer 
a reality in many people’s lives. Whereas in 1940 over 90 percent of 
babies born that year could expect to earn more than their parents, 
by 1980 that number had dropped to 50 percent.16

The Equality of Opportunity Project attributes that to two factors: 
overall slower rates of economic growth and inequality of distribution 
of economic growth—especially the latter. As David Leonhardt noted 
in The New York Times, “In the 1980s, economic inequality began 
to rise, a result of globalization, technological change, government 
policies favoring the well-off and a slowdown in educational 
attainment and the work force’s skill level.”17

Guy Standing of the University of London has written extensively 
about the precariat, the large and growing number of people 
in precarious economic circumstances who live with economic 
insecurity.18 His analysis concludes that incomes have stagnated for 
the bottom half of the population across Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) member countries for the past 
30 years. The wealthiest, whom he labels the rentiers, gain wealth 
through their assets, be they land, money, or intellectual property.19 
Standing noted that the income distribution system has broken down 
in three ways:

First, it used to be the case that when productivity grew, 
wages grew in parallel; now, in the United States and 
elsewhere, wages do not budge. Second, it used to be that 
when profits rose, wages rose; now, wages do not budge. 
Third, it used to be that when employment rose, average 
wages did so too; now, average wages can even fall, because 
the new jobs pay less.20

Standing makes a strong point: current trends are unsustainable. 
More people are experiencing falling real wages, persistent economic 
insecurity, and increasing frustration that plays out on the streets 
and the political stage. Further, these are systemic issues caused 
by such factors as technological change, globalization, demographic 

Guy Standing’s analysis 
concludes that incomes 
have stagnated for 
the bottom half of the 
population across OECD 
member countries for the 
past 30 years.
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change, and past and current public policy choices. Individuals 
cannot fix their situation simply by working harder. As “Buy Me a 
Boat,” a popular country and western song performed at Trump 
rallies, lamented, “Workin’ like a dog all day ain’t working for me.”21

The widening inequality has far-reaching consequences. In his book, 
The Crisis of the Middle-Class Constitution, Ganesh Sitaraman of 
Vanderbilt University argued that political and economic power are 
closely tied; the very foundation of the American Constitution was 
based on approximate equality and a large middle class.22 In The 
Atlantic Monthly, Sitaraman noted that the wealthy have different 
interests:

The things that are good for them aren’t actually in the 
common good, so when they do govern, they start pursuing 
policies that improve their well-being and wealth at the 
expense of everyone else. This creates a vicious cycle, 
because you now have the wealthy creating a system that 
allows them to keep more wealth and earn more wealth, and 
that wealth in turn allows them to continue to take over the 
political system, and the cycle perpetuates…The problem 
with the vicious cycle that leads to oligarchy is that people 
are smart, and they see it happening, and they know, and 
they feel that the system is rigged against them. And in that 
context, people revolt against the system.23

Asymmetrical power
In the developed world, digital technologies have exacerbated 
rather than equalized the power imbalance. From the early days of 
the Internet as a transformational force, the dominant view was 
optimistic: the Internet would disrupt industrial hierarchies that 
were hard to climb, even harder to break down, and near impossible 
to wrest power from the few who held it. The Internet would bring 
about low-cost and massive peer-to-peer communication, which 
would undermine traditional hierarchies.

Instead, business has used technological change and globalization 
as a rationale to reduce restrictions and to lower labor, taxation, and 
other costs to remain competitive. Concomitantly, as the numbers of 
laborers shrink in many industries, the voice of organized labor fades 
and the rules protecting workers (e.g., minimum wage) expire.

International agreements tie government’s hands further. As Guy 
Standing has written, “The transformation started in the 1980s, with 
a vision of open liberalized markets. Less noticeable was the strategy 
of dismantling institutions of social solidarity; they stood against the 
market. That weakened labor’s bargaining power.”24

In this context, and in the context of the Citizens United decision in 
2010 by the US Supreme Court, the voice of business leaders has 
become more dominant as they contribute significantly to political 
fund-raising, sponsor research, lobbying governments, and as they 
seek greater certainty and return for their investment in a highly 

Individuals cannot fix their 
situation simply by working 
harder. As “Buy Me a Boat,” 
a popular country and 
western song performed 
at Trump rallies, lamented, 
“Workin’ like a dog all day 
ain’t working for me.”

Business has used 
technological change and 
globalization as a rationale 
to reduce restrictions and 
to lower labor, taxation, 
and other costs to remain 
competitive. As the 
numbers of laborers shrink 
in many industries, the 
rules protecting workers 
expire.
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competitive world. Citizens United, in which the court ruled that 
political spending is protected under the First Amendment, has 
resulted in corporations and unions’ spending unlimited amounts of 
money on political activities in the United States independently of a 
party or candidate (e.g., through political action committees or PACs). 
As Gabrielle Levy explained in a 2015 article in US News & World 
Report,

As a result, a small group of wealthy donors has gained even 
more influence on elections, and are able to maintain that 
influence once candidates take office. Of the $1 billion spent in 
federal elections by super PACs since 2010 [until 2014], nearly 
60 percent of the money came from just 195 individuals and 
their spouses, according to the Brennan Center report.25

It is not only the comparatively louder voice of business today 
that’s a problem: it’s also the narrow focus and tendency toward 
very short-term thinking that’s problematic. The narrowing of 
business interests began in the 1970s when economist Milton 
Friedman famously wrote “the business of business is business.” In 
his 1970 article for The New York Times and in his book Capitalism 
and Freedom, Friedman wrote, “There is one and only one social 
responsibility of business—to use its resources and engage in 
activities designed to increase its profits.”26 Increasing shareholder 
value has become the be-all and end-all of most business leaders, 
and even that is defined narrowly. 

“Too many CEOs play the quarterly game and manage their 
businesses accordingly,” Paul Polman, the CEO of the British-Dutch 
conglomerate Unilever, noted in a recent interview. “But many 
of the world’s challenges cannot be addressed with a quarterly 
mindset.”27 By not investing in retraining for workers or research and 
development, business leaders looking only at short-term returns 
to shareholders are creating longer-term problems for their own 
competitiveness and the economy.

While we have some success stories of labor, consumers, 
communities, and interest groups harnessing digital technologies to 
effect change in their interests, the effectiveness of this participation 
has been spotty overall.

The original democratic architecture of the Internet has been bent 
to the will of economies and societies in which power is anything but 
evenly distributed. If anything, the world has gotten spikier, more 
power dominated, and more entrenched. Rather than information and 
knowledge being more widely and democratically distributed, they 
are being controlled, owned, and exploited by fewer entities. The 
UNCTAD Information Economy Report 2017 noted that the world’s 
top four companies by market capitalization are all digital-economy 
related; that is, Apple, Alphabet (Google), Microsoft, Amazon.com, 
and Facebook dominate advertising on the Internet.28

A small number of companies use their dominant positions to control 
and accumulate more power. Additionally, those who accumulate 

Increasing shareholder 
value has become the be-
all and end-all of most 
business leaders, and even 
that is defined narrowly.
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knowledge ownership and the power that comes with it are more 
privileged and with that privilege comes the education that produces 
proprietary knowledge. This privilege trumps merits, regardless of 
their origin. The Internet has acted as an accelerant to spiky power 
accumulation rather than a leveler, a distinctly pessimistic, rather 
than optimistic, outcome—and it does not appear to be slowing down.

The next three disruptions relate to our state institutions, including 
our democratic processes, governments, and public institutions.

Crisis of democracy
Digital technologies have contributed to the current crisis of 
democracy by significantly increasing the “quantity” of participation 
in many respects (more information, more opinions, more channels, 
more money, endless election cycles) while doing little to nothing—
perhaps even having a negative impact—on the “quality” of 
democratic processes, such that people are comfortable that their 
elected governments represent them and that their processes and 
policies are enacted fairly and in the public interest.

While participants in the processes (political parties, candidates, 
elected leaders, voters, interest groups, the media) have rushed 
to apply new technologies and to experiment with new processes, 
the results have been uneven. We’ve seen an explosion of 
networking activity online to bring about social change by putting 
forward alternative views, enlisting financial and other support, 
coordinating protests, and advancing social movements at the 
local, national, and international level, but there is little evidence 
to date on the effectiveness of this activity. This contributes to a 
“crisis of legitimacy” for our democratic institutions. As we wrote in 
“Declaration of Independence: New Social Contract,”

Though inspired and sometimes impactful, such networks are 
no substitute for structured political change. Direct democracy 
can’t replace effective, structured, and accountable 
leadership. As the Arab Spring demonstrates, it’s one thing 
to bring down a government through a “wiki revolution.” It’s 
another to consolidate power and sustain it—a challenge that 
requires skilled and respected leadership, formal organization, 
political parties, and mechanisms for sustaining support at all 
levels of society.29

Nevertheless, enabled by technology, the rebellious activity continues 
to increase. As noted by the Initiative for Policy Dialogue in 2013, 
“There have been periods in history when large numbers of people 
rebelled about the way things were, demanding change, such as in 
1848, 1917 or 1968; today we are experiencing another period of 
rising outrage and discontent, and some of the largest protests in 
world history.”30 As we wrote in our earlier work,

Extreme populist movements of right, left, and various 
religious persuasions are increasingly gaining popular support 
and political power. Radicalization is the result of great 

The Internet has acted 
as an accelerant to spiky 
power accumulation rather 
than a leveler, and it does 
not appear to be slowing 
down.

While participants in the 
processes have rushed to 
apply new technologies and 
to experiment with new 
processes, the results have 
been uneven.
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disparities between expectations and reality. We may be at 
the start of a new era of global social upheaval that could 
make the Vietnam era look like child’s play. 

We argue that to restore legitimacy, government leaders need 
a new agenda for the digital revolution. Today the main digital 
focus of politicians is a cynical one—targeting voters to get 
elected.31

That, of course, only contributes to cynicism among voters and a 
further lack of trust, which is borne out by statistics showing the 
long-term decline of trust in government, voter turnout, and the 
annual democracy index on the number and strength of democracies 
around the world.32

In her book Dark Money, Jane Mayer wrote about the widespread and 
growing political influence of a relatively small number of powerful 
individuals from the “radical Right.”33 Using a model Mayer identifies 
as “weaponized philanthropy,” she describes how several billionaires 
have been very active—often operating secretly—since at least the 
1970s in funding private foundations, sponsoring academic and 
other research, marketing their ideas, lobbying governments, and 
supporting candidates sympathetic to their views while opposing 
others—all to influence policy and elect politicians at all levels. 
“Lowering taxes and rolling back regulations, slashing the welfare 
state, and obliterating the limits on campaign spending might or 
might not have helped others, but they most certainly strengthened 
the hand of extreme donors with extreme wealth,” she wrote.34

These techniques have included the skillful and widespread 
application of digital technologies. In the 2008 presidential election, 
candidates successfully used social media to reach and engage 
potential voters. In the 2016 election, political parties used big data 
to widen, not narrow, divides. Special interests can manipulate 
democratic processes to deepen the crisis of confidence.35 Building 
upon her earlier book, Mayer wrote an article on how big money 
combined with big data influenced voting behavior in the 2016 US 
presidential election.36 

Among other actions, a single major donor contributed $10 million 
to Breitbart news, which analyzed clicks on its website to identify 
the most effective language to use against Hillary Clinton. The same 
donor provided an additional $5 million to a data analytics company, 
Cambridge Analytica, which

uses secret psychological methods to pinpoint which 
messages are the most persuasive to individual online 
viewers … [T]he CEO of the firm says it has created 
“profiles”—consisting of several thousand data points—for 
two hundred and twenty million Americans. In promotional 
materials, [the company] claims to know how to use such data 
to wage both psychological and political warfare.37

“Lowering taxes and rolling 
back regulations, slashing 
the welfare state, and 
obliterating the limits on 
campaign spending might 
or might not have helped 
others, but they most 
certainly strengthened the 
hand of extreme donors 
with extreme wealth.”

JANE MAYER
Author
Dark Money
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Of course, those opposed to the priorities of the current 
administration in Washington are also turning to technology to 
identify and engage voters.38

A recent opinion piece in The New York Times summarized all these 
changes.39 The problem is not with the Internet itself. According to 
Sam Greene of King’s College London, 

For reasons that are both complex and debatable, very 
many voters have stopped seeing government as a tool 
for the production of the common good, and have instead 
turned to politicians (and others) who at least make them 
feel good. Thus, the news we consume has become as much 
about emotion and identity as about facts. That’s where the 
vulnerability comes in, and its roots are in our politics—not in 
the Internet.40

Ineffective government
While results vary across policy and program areas, there is growing 
concern over the general ineffectiveness of government, especially 
in complex policy areas. While we have seen improvements in simple 
information and service delivery functions because of digitization 
and online services, the broader use of digital technologies has 
lagged in government such that we have not fully realized benefits of 
efficiency, effectiveness, and service.

Barely touched is the possibility to significantly transform 
government, enabled by more effective use of information and digital 
technologies as well as emerging technologies such as blockchain. 
Government decision-making is complex and opaque. Multiple levels 
of government—and silos within those levels—are often a barrier to 
change. Meanwhile, taxes and/or deficits continue to increase and 
levels of trust in governments continue to fall.

Pew Research found that overall trust in the US federal government 
to do the right thing most or all the time remains near historic lows 
at 19 percent in 2015, compared to levels approaching 80 percent 
in 1958.41 The gap between expectations and reality of government 
programs and services is undoubtedly a factor. Yet citizens continue 
to have high expectations. “Majorities want the federal government 
to have a major role in addressing issues ranging from terrorism and 
disaster response to education and the environment.”42

Some of this lack of trust in government is due to the sustained 
campaign of the types of activities undertaken by the “radical Right.” 
These libertarians believe in a very limited role for government 
and have undertaken a systematic campaign over many decades 
to promote that ideology. As Ronald Reagan said in his 1981 
inaugural address, “Government is not the solution to our problem; 
government is the problem.’’43

“Many voters have stopped 
seeing government as a 
tool for the production of 
the common good, and 
have instead turned to 
politicians (and others) who 
at least make them feel 
good.”

SAMUEL GREENE
Director, Russia Institute
King’s College London
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Outdated structures, siloed thinking, and budget constraints limit 
the ability of governments to attract and retain highly skilled staff. 
Reducing taxes has become the mantra of politicians of almost all 
stripes, as has the corresponding mantra within government of 
“doing more with less”—which has the inevitable, negative impact on 
government’s capability to fulfill its mandate effectively.

Jeffrey Sachs’ analysis on why governments fail remains relevant 
today. Focusing on implementation of already settled policies, he 
concluded,

In short, we have arrived at a point where the challenges 
of sustainable development—including public health, 
infrastructure, energy, and national security—require changes 
not only to policy but also to basic public management 
systems. In many crucial areas, tinkering will no longer 
suffice: we need an overhaul to regain government control 
over regulatory processes, reduce lobbying, restore public 
planning and ensure the adequate financing of skilled public 
managers, and align public management systems with holistic 
strategies.44

Failing institutions
Healthcare, education, science, and research are all critical 
components of any social contract because they are essential to 
a healthy society and a strong economy, now and in the future. 
Yet, these institutions struggle constantly for resources and have 
outcomes that often fail to keep up with the requirements of a 
modern digital society. To be sure, there are important developments 
in in each of these areas. However, they are eclipsed by warnings of 
decline.

In many fields, jobs go unfilled because students graduate without 
sufficient education or skills. Post-secondary institutions and 
researchers are required to pursue market-driven models that are 
often short-sighted. Aging populations and new technology drive 
up healthcare costs to unsustainable levels in many countries 
with huge public policy debates on how best to address—and pay 
for—healthcare in the future. Effective implementation of digital 
technologies could lead to better results but are expensive and 
required system-wide for the greatest benefit, and therefore are 
often considered unaffordable.

Education

Education at all levels—from prekindergarten to post-secondary, skills 
training, and lifelong learning—are important to a successful digital 
economy and the individual’s likelihood of success therein. The role of 
government in this sector varies around the world, but free (publicly 
funded) access to at least kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12) 
is a policy across most western democracies, a basic element of the 
social contract. However, in many countries such education does not 
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reach all children equally, as schools in underprivileged areas often 
lack the same resources as those in wealthier districts.

Some jurisdictions have included free prekindergarten (pre-K) for all 
children, which is important for two reasons: (1) research indicates 
how important pre-K is for a child’s development and (2) parents may 
be burdened by expensive childcare or unable to seek employment 
outside the home because of childcare responsibilities.

Today, nearly three-fourths of mothers with children under 
18 now work outside the home. … Unlike other nations, the 
United States has done little to ensure that, while America’s 
parents are at work, their children receive the care they 
need. Today, it is up to the individual parent to provide 
whatever resources are necessary. But most workers cannot 
afford the quality child care and early education needed by 
their children. This sets up a two-tiered system in which the 
children of the wealthy get the care and education they need, 
while the children of most Americans do not.45

Questions have also been raised whether current school curricula 
meet the needs for the future workforce. While progress has been 
made in expanding the curricula related to science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) subjects, has it gone far enough 
in this direction, and are enough girls involved? Also, are children 
learning the necessary soft skills in judgment, critical thinking, 
innovation and creativity, entrepreneurial thinking, human 
interaction, and capability for lifelong learning that will be so 
necessary in a world where many routine jobs are automated and 
where individuals may change jobs frequently during their lifetimes?

How to strike the right balance between what’s publicly funded and 
what should be a private responsibility is constantly under discussion, 
but a good argument can be mounted that a high school education 
does not well equip today’s youth for a successful future. Some 
jurisdictions, especially in Europe, include post-secondary education 
as part of their publicly funded education programs—that is, their 
social contract. In other jurisdictions, the high and growing costs of 
post-secondary education are a deterrent to attendance in the first 
place or result in students graduating from college or university with 
huge debt. The students who can’t afford post-secondary education 
are severely disadvantaged in the future.

Many jurisdictions have expanded their college systems or funded 
other initiatives to provide students with practical skills for workplace 
readiness. While specific job-related training is considered to be 
the role of the employer, public and private colleges have played an 
increasing role in most jurisdictions in both training and retraining. 
Many students attend both college and university to gain different, 
but important, knowledge and skills in each environment. 

Germany has long been known for the success of its apprenticeship 
programs and the close ties between industry and the education 
system in identifying and addressing future needs. Other jurisdictions 
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could do more to tighten these linkages in both directions and to 
design and develop new programs for lifelong learners.

Public science and research

Publicly funded research, especially funding of basic science, is 
always under pressure. Government-funded research has been 
severely reduced in many jurisdictions with emphasis shifting 
toward development in partnership with business, while universities 
also have been encouraged to partner with industry to ensure the 
relevance of their research programs and to share costs. 

While partnerships have brought additional revenue to universities, 
they tend to encourage applied research and development that’s 
relevant and useful in the short-term, often at the expense of basic 
research and a longer-term perspective, with potentially negative, 
but unmeasurable, impacts on future innovation. The Internet 
itself originated from publicly funded research, as did advances in 
alternative energy, agriculture, medicine, and other sectors.46 As Orla 
O’Sullivan wrote in an article in Asia Times,

While the United States has never spent more on research and 
development, the government’s share has never been less. 
That’s a risky strategy. Why rely on the scattered efforts of 
private firms that are beholden to quarterly profit expectations 
to develop the next big idea?47

In the past in the United States, many important research advances 
have come out of the military and aerospace. Under the current US 
administration, military expenditure is expected to increase, and so 
research may increase. How that research can be made available, 
by collaborating with industry and academia in a pre-competitive 
environment, to help propel the US economy in the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution has yet to be determined.

While most other countries do not have the leverage of this very 
large military expenditure, they, too, need to consider where their 
next economic advances will originate, and continue to support both 
research and development. While many jurisdictions have established 
new development models by aggregating participants from multiple 
sectors, academia, and other institutions for innovation, expenditure 
for basic research remains a low priority.

Healthcare

A healthy society is generally considered essential part of the 
social contract, although models vary as to how best to meet that 
commitment. While most developed countries have some form of 
publicly funded universal healthcare, the United States has adopted 
a largely employer-funded model. As noted in an earlier section, 
that model has left many without employment-based insurance, so 
other mechanisms have been put in place, including Medicaid and the 
Affordable Care Act, to expand coverage to more people. Discussions 
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are ongoing in the United States about future reform and the 
appropriate role for government in healthcare.

Access to affordable healthcare remains a top priority in all countries 
because of its central importance to people’s lives and rising costs 
that many believe are unsustainable. Like education, healthcare 
touches everyone and outcomes often fall short of expectations. “For 
the first time in decades, US life expectancy dropped in 2015, with 
preventable chronic diseases remaining a leading cause of death.”48 
Despite having the highest per capita healthcare costs among all 
developed countries, the United States ranks 26th (men) and 29th 
(women) in life expectancy of 35 OECD countries.49 According to the 
National Center for Health Statistics,

The rankings report also found that the [United States] ranks 
29th in infant mortality when compared against the other 35 
nations. The infant mortality rate in 14 other countries, such 
as Japan and Slovenia, was half the US rate. The report’s 
authors noted that infant mortality and life expectancy 
rankings ‘continue to be disappointingly low in the United 
States, especially considering how much money is spent on 
health.’50

Another comparative study showed that US residents face significant 
cost barriers to healthcare compared to other developed countries. 
Commonwealth Fund President Dr. David Blumenthal noted that “the 
United States spends more on healthcare than any other country, 
but what we get for these significant resources falls short in terms of 
access to care, affordability, and coordination.”51 A Commonwealth 
Fund study reported in Health Affairs found that

About 33 percent of US adults went without recommended 
care or could not fill a prescription due to cost. In comparison, 
about seven percent of respondents in the United Kingdom 
and Germany and eight percent in the Netherlands and 
Sweden reported cost-related health barriers.52

There have been many attempts to introduce universal healthcare 
in the United States, including by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933 as 
part of the New Deal and by Harry Truman in 1949 as part of the 
Fair Deal, but these failed because of employment-based insurance 
programs already in place and opposition (led by the American 
Medical Association) to “socialized” healthcare. In recent years, 
the Affordable Care Act improved access to healthcare but strong 
ideological differences on the role of US government in healthcare 
are stalling and rolling back progress.

The challenge is how to meet the healthcare needs for an entire 
population, including the large number of baby boomers reaching old 
age with associated health costs. While technology is certainly a high 
cost in healthcare, is there a role for digital technologies to reduce 
overall costs and improve outcomes? The last three disruptions of our 
previous social contract relate to the autonomy of the individual, the 
sustainability of the environment, and the science and information 
that support these.
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Fragmentation of public discourse
The digital age is breaking the social contract regarding the Fourth 
Estate and the obligation to inform citizens. In the Industrial Age, 
there were limited media channels providing news and information 
and they did a pretty good and balanced job overall. Journalists 
cultivated leads, curated stories, and disseminated news and opinions 
in print, radio, or television to mass audiences.

In the United States, for example, many watched the “most trusted 
man in America,” evening news anchor, Walter Cronkite. The New 
York Times and Wall Street Journal were well edited, balanced 
(from slightly different editorial perspectives), and informed the 
country well, as did Time and Newsweek magazines. Local radio, 
television, and newspapers presented local news to a local audience 
and National Public Radio was considered an informed and balanced 
source. There was a clear contract in place to serve the public. These 
outlets received a license to operate. It was a consensual relationship 
among regulators, business, civil society, and consumers.

With cable TV and then digital technologies, a huge number 
of channels and platforms began to segment huge numbers of 
participants into digital echo chambers, thus fragmenting public 
discourse. There is no single platform widely trusted for telling the 
truth and sustaining a conversation at a societal level. Trust in the 
media is at an all-time low, with less than half the population trusting 
the media in most countries including the United States, United 
Kingdom, and Canada among the many countries studied.53

While social media has allowed a more diverse range of voices 
and opinions to become part of the discussion, with some exciting 
examples of social activism and citizen journalism, it has not resulted 
in a shared understanding of complex problems nor has it increased 
consensus on how to address them. As Nathaniel Persily wrote in 
Journal of Democracy, the 2016 United States Presidential election

represents the latest chapter in the disintegration of the 
legacy institutions that had set bounds for US politics in the 
post-war era…If the 2008 and 2012 US presidential campaigns 
had seemed to confirm Internet utopians’ belief that digital 
tools enhance democracy by expanding citizen empowerment 
and engagement, the 2016 campaign highlighted the 
challenges that the Internet poses for American democracy, 
and perhaps democracy in general.54

Free content online also encourages people to migrate away from 
traditional media outlets, especially local ones, which are starved 
for both subscribers and advertisers.55 An article in Atlantic Monthly 
noted how the number of people employed in the US newspaper 
industry has declined from 455,000 in 1990 to fewer than half that 
number (173,900) by January 2017, while the number employed 
in Internet publishing has grown from 77,900 in 2008 to 206,700 
by January 2017.56 In addition to the shift from paper to online 
publishing, the location of those jobs has also changed, with a much 
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greater concentration of media jobs in the northeastern United 
States and on the west coast.

Although each of us has access to more information and opinion 
than ever before, that does not translate necessarily into knowledge 
or consensus. While everyone can now express his or her opinion, 
sign a petition, or respond to a survey online, that does not mean 
that opinion reaches or persuades others who don’t already hold 
such views. The volume- or click-based advertising model for 
online content and acceptance of anonymous commentary likewise 
encourage attention-seeking content, including provocative and 
extreme content.

“Citizen journalism” is no substitute for professional investigative 
journalists trained to seek out the truth. Previously, broadcast and 
print media had both the capability and the interest to reach the 
widest audience and therefore had some opportunity to build public 
consensus, or at least a foundation of shared information. Some of 
the larger traditional media outlets (e.g., Guardian, New York Times) 
have learned how to blend traditional tools with social media and 
other digital technologies and are growing their audiences, although 
not necessarily their bottom lines.

As the number of individual participants on social media increases, 
the concentration of ownership of few dominant platforms intensifies. 
The very success of Facebook and Google encourages more content 
on these platforms.57 Facebook and Google are building massive 
databases on every aspect of our online behavior that will enable 
them to influence us directly or through clients who buy their 
analytics services.

In addition, the voices of researchers, scientists, and academics 
are fading amid the sheer volume of information; anybody can self-
publish, and every opinion seemingly receives equal weight on such 
issues as climate change and vaccinations. In other generations, 
the recommendations of expert scientists counted, and trusted 
policymakers led respectful public debates.

Finally, there is growing evidence that, to support their own goals, 
various special interests have deliberately accentuated the current 
divisiveness of public opinion. People have learned how to get their 
message to the top of search engine results; how to influence online 
behavior; how to find and promote negative news and opinion about 
others; how to plant false news stories to influence opinion, change 
the topic, or muddle the debate; and how to use software robots—
bots, for short—to automate messages and replies. Nathaniel Persily 
of Stanford University noted,

During the 2016 campaign the prevalence of bots in spreading 
propaganda and fake news appears to have reached new 
heights. One study found that between 16 September and 
21 October 2016, bots produced about a fifth of all tweets 
related to the upcoming election. Across all three presidential 
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debates, pro-Trump twitter bots generated about four times as 
many tweets as pro-Clinton bots. During the final debate, that 
figure rose to seven times as many.58

These tactics appear to work. According to Michael Scherer,

Trump has discovered something about epistemology in the 
21st century. The truth may be real, but falsehood often 
works better. … In the radical democracy of social media, 
even the retweets of outraged truth squadders has the effect 
of rebroadcasting false messages. Controversy elevates 
message. ...

Time reviewed the 298 tweets Trump has sent since being 
elected President as of March 21. Fifteen included clear 
falsehoods. ... The false messages were retweeted an 
average of 28,550 times. Those that were not clearly false 
were retweeted on average 23,945 times. The viral effect 
of falsehood being repeated on the news was many times 
more pronounced. According to a search through the Internet 
Archive, a nonprofit library database, the false tweets were 
quoted on television an average of 31 times, more than twice 
as often as other tweets.59

These tactics became more apparent during and after the 2016 
US presidential election, but they are not limited to Trump and the 
Republican party.

A Pew Research study makes some interesting observations on the 
growing sophistication and use of algorithms analyzing the vast 
and growing amounts of digital data. It surveyed more than 1,300 
experts in the field of data analytics and found:

Two connected ideas about societal divisions were evident 
in many respondents’ answers. First, they predicted that 
an algorithm-assisted future will widen the gap between 
the digitally savvy (predominantly the most well-off, who 
are the most desired demographic in the new information 
ecosystem) and those who are not nearly as connected or 
able to participate. Second, they said social and political 
divisions will be abetted by algorithms, as algorithm-driven 
categorizations and classifications steer people into echo 
chambers of repeated and reinforced media and political 
content.60 Referring to the 2016 US Presidential election, 
XPrize Foundation CEO Peter Diamandis predicted that “five 
big tech trends will make this election look tame.” He said 
advances in quantum computing and the rapid evolution of 
artificial intelligence and AI agents embedded in systems and 
devices in the Internet of Things will lead to hyper-stalking, 
influencing and shaping of voters, and hyper-personalized 
ads, and will create new ways to misrepresent reality and 
perpetuate falsehoods.61

“An algorithm-assisted 
future will widen the gap 
between the digitally savvy 
and those who are not 
nearly as connected or able 
to participate.”

LEE RAINIE AND JANNA 
ANDERSON
Pew Research Center
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While the authors of the Pew study saw several positive trends in the 
growing sophistication and use of algorithms and data analytics (e.g., 
data-driven approaches to problem solving), they also identified such 
concerns as the potential for inbuilt biases and deepening divides. 
They called for increased “algorithmic literacy, transparency, and 
oversight.”62

People know the fragmentation of public discourse is happening 
and, even if they wanted to, have little confidence to counteract it. 
The 2015 Pew Research study on trust in government also asked 
respondents whether they had confidence in their own collective 
political wisdom. This response came from across political lines:

Just 34 percent say they have a very great deal or good deal 
of confidence in the wisdom of the American people when it 
comes to making political decisions, while 63 percent have 
little or no confidence. In January 2007, these opinions were 
the reverse—57 percent had at least a good deal of confidence 
in the political wisdom of the people, while 41 percent did 
not.63 

Personal privacy and security at risk
Big Brother is a reality. Digital technologies, including big data, have 
led to an unprecedented loss of personal privacy, loss of control of 
personal information, and new threats to our personal autonomy and 
security. As daily living increasingly occurs online, large companies 
harvest our digital footprints, store the information in huge data 
warehouses, analyze the data from many perspectives, and/or sell 
it to others who sell us a product or service, offer us personalized 
content, persuade us to vote in a certain way, or influence our 
actions.

The data harvesters do not limit themselves to our online shopping, 
our use of credit, debit, or loyalty cards, our clicking on “like” or 
“dislike,” and our browsing histories. They also dig into health 
information through monitoring devices, our DNA when we research 
our genealogy, who lives under the same roof, when we leave and 
return home, where we go and whether we drive there, and the 
temperature of our homes. It includes linking databases developed 
for separate purposes, bringing together many data points on a 
single individual.

Separately, these data may have had little meaning beyond their 
original purpose but, when combined, paint a comprehensive picture. 
Digital cameras watch our city streets, transit systems, highways, 
and buildings; and facial recognition software identifies us whenever 
we pass through a field of view.

While privacy laws exist in most jurisdictions, legislators struggle to 
find the right balance, and enforcement is increasingly impossible. 
As European authorities try to regulate online companies operating 
in Europe and to protect personal privacy, the United States is 
relaxing rules around data tracking and sharing by Internet service 
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providers (ISPs). Even when offered the choice, many people do not 
opt out of data collection and, for convenience, will click their consent 
in exchange for what they see as a benefit; they’re likely unaware 
of how the service providers are using, sharing, or selling their 
information to data brokers and governments.

While there are laws in place about government surveillance over 
its own population, there are few if any rules about the purchase of 
data held in public databases by government agencies such as police 
departments that need data for population profiling. The 2002 film, 
Minority Report, got the timing wrong: the movie’s depiction of the 
pre-crime unit in 2054 appears to be manifesting more quickly.

The digital economy has also opened new threats to personal 
security. Every day we hear of major cybercrimes, online scams, and 
other fraudulent behaviors including identity theft based on digital 
footprints left online. Criminals and terrorists use data encryption 
and other digital technologies as they coordinate their activities 
online. Hackers have released highly personal and private information 
stored on people’s mobile devices, while others have virtually seized 
computers in search of ransom. Social media provide bullies with 
ready-made platforms to harass incessantly, anonymously, and 
ubiquitously, which seem to embolden them and dishearten their 
victims, with consequences as serious as suicide.

Beyond the loss of privacy and threats to security, these trends 
should concern us because data analysis using unknown algorithms 
can be highly misleading and lead to surprising, even harmful, 
results, as well as others profiting from information which is 
rightfully ours. Two companies in particular—Facebook and Google 
with their millions of daily visitors leaving breadcrumbs all over the 
WWW—make billions of dollars from these data by selling targeted 
advertising.

According to an article in The Washington Post, quoted in The New 
York Review of Books, Facebook maintains 98 data points on each 
of its members based on members’ own activities on Facebook 
(including photos or information about us posted by others) as well 
as information it purchases from some 5,000 data brokers with some 
10 million public data sets. “These ad choices are the coin of the 
Facebook realm.”64 In 2016, Facebook made almost $27 billion from 
advertising, up by 57 percent from the previous year.65

We have entered an era of “surveillance capitalism” with many 
companies making large amounts of money based on data we’ve 
knowingly and unknowingly provided.66 While questions are 
increasingly being raised about the “return” on this advertising 
expenditure and also the risks to the advertiser of being placed 
beside highly questionable content, the overall trend toward greater 
use of our personal data by others is clear.

Some say, “Forget about privacy, it’s impossible in the digital era and 
I don’t have anything to hide, anyway.” In his well-known TED talk 
in October 2010, Glenn Greenwald reminded us of just how much 
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we do value our privacy and why it matters. He noted the danger of 
assuming that people who care about privacy must have something 
to hide and gave examples of how even the executives of Google and 
Facebook care very much about their own privacy. He also noted 
privacy is essential for democracy to flourish, with significance far 
beyond the secret ballot:

…a society in which people can be monitored at all times is a 
society that breeds conformity and obedience and submission, 
which is why every tyrant, the most overt to the most subtle, 
craves that system. Conversely, even more importantly, it 
is a realm of privacy, the ability to go somewhere where 
we can think and reason and interact and speak without 
the judgmental eyes of others being cast upon us, in which 
creativity and exploration and dissent exclusively reside, 
and that is the reason why, when we allow a society to exist 
in which we’re subject to constant monitoring, we allow the 
essence of human freedom to be severely crippled.67

Our biosphere in jeopardy
Digital technologies contribute to both environmental problems and 
solutions. Previous social contracts have overlooked our planet, but 
a meaningful social contract for the digital economy must include 
environmental sustainability. We can no longer take the natural 
environment for granted; ignoring the environmental impact of our 
actions has had severe negative consequences. 

In fact, on its 70th anniversary in 2015, the United Nations adopted 
a major plan to protect the planet, end poverty, and ensure 
prosperity for all entirely under the umbrella theme of sustainability; 
“Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.”68 This plan includes 17 sustainable development goals 
and 169 targets that cut across all aspects of life on Earth, including 
affordable and clean energy, sustainable cities and communities, 
responsible production and consumption, and climate initiatives to be 
implemented by member countries over the next 15 years:

Natural resource depletion and adverse impacts of 
environmental degradation, including desertification, drought, 
land degradation, freshwater scarcity, and loss of biodiversity 
add to and exacerbate the list of challenges [that] humanity 
faces. Climate change is one of the greatest challenges of 
our time and its adverse impacts undermine the ability of 
all countries to achieve sustainable development. Increases 
in global temperature, sea level rise, ocean acidification and 
other climate change impacts are seriously affecting coastal 
areas and low-lying coastal countries, including many least 
developed countries and small island developing States. 
The survival of many societies, and of the biological support 
systems of the planet, is at risk.69

Digital technologies—including the management and use of vast and 
growing amounts of information—have been part of the problem. 
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Data storage, processing, and transmission, the need for each 
increasing as digital technologies become more pervasive across all 
sectors, consume large amounts of energy, and rapid technological 
change combined with consumerism has led to frequent product 
updates and massive amount of electronic waste (e-waste). In 2013, 
information technology consumed approximately 10 percent of the 
world’s energy.70 Bryan Walsh wrote for Time magazine,

In his report, [Digital Power Group CEO Mark] Mills estimates 
that the ICT system now uses 1,500 terawatt-hours of 
power per year. That’s about 10 percent of the world’s 
total electricity generation or roughly the combined power 
production of Germany and Japan. It’s the same amount of 
electricity that was used to light the entire planet in 1985. We 
already use 50 percent more energy to move bytes than we 
do to move planes in global aviation.71

More broadly, digital technologies enable mass production and the 
formation of a global economy, with both positive and negative 
consequences. With respect to the environment and the use of 
carbon fuels in both production and transport, some have used 
globalization as an argument against environmental protection as 
well as a driver for investment in sustainable technologies.

Given all the above, both positive and negative, we must include 
the environment and our impact on the biosphere in the new social 
contract for the digital economy. We have put this topic under 
the theme of society, because environmental degradation harms 
livelihoods and disrupts communities.72 Therefore, its sustainability is 
a societal issue, and digital technologies can contribute to the better 
understanding, management, and use of information across all of 
sectors of society to create a more resilient biosphere.

Conclusion: The time is now
The challenges are huge, the need is urgent, and current trends are 
not sustainable. There are far too many people excluded from the 
global economy, too many people living on the margins at extreme 
risk and with no hope for the future, and too many regions suffering 
from the loss of industrial jobs with no jobs in sight to replace them. 
Global temperatures are at an all-time high with increasing numbers 
of weather emergencies, and too many governments and other 
institutions we look to for leadership move too slowly, if at all, to 
address these challenges.

We have lost confidence in our leaders and the democratic process, 
and lost interest in, and perhaps the capability for, a respectful public 
discourse based on objective information on the challenges and their 
possible solutions. There is no consensus on the best path forward 
with strongly held and competing views on all sides.

In 2013, information 
technology consumed 
approximately 10 percent 
of the world’s energy.

The challenges are huge, 
the need is urgent, current 
trends are not sustainable.
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In part, due to political events in Europe and the United States over 
the past year or so, but also due to longer-term underlying trends, 
there is now a burning platform for change. More people say that we 
must get at the root of our current economic problems by revisiting 
the “social contract” that has been assumed—but not practiced—for 
so many years. Or, as McKinsey has called it, “a new societal deal.”73

Let’s have a conversation about what really matters to us in our 
communities, our countries, and our planet, and what we need to do 
to build stronger and more inclusive economies and societies. Let’s 
participate in multiparty community, national, and global solution 
networks to discuss the underlying directions of a new social contract 
more appropriate to the digital economy and to develop innovative 
solutions to complex challenges based on these principles. The 
mood is right and the time is now for leaders and activists in every 
jurisdiction to initiate these solution networks.

There won’t be one answer; there won’t be one solution. But if we 
can start the conversation and begin to test new models, it will give 
us a path forward. The time for action is now.
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